Abstract
Introduction
Recent evidence from prevention research has indicated that school-based intervention programs are effective in reducing adolescents ' risks for problem behavior and promoting positive youth development (1 -6) . However, fi ndings in well-controlled settings might not be replicated successfully in natural conditions owing to the complex nature of the program implementation process (7) . In other words, the question of generalizability of fi ndings across populations, settings and time should be examined when researchers attempt to " translate " effective programs shown by research fi ndings to the real world.
Glasgow et al. (8) argue that " the reason for the slow and uneven translation of research fi ndings into practice … is lack of attention to issues of generalization and external validity " (p. 1266). The diffi culties in translating effective research fi ndings into the real world are documented in the literature (7, 9 -11) . Researchers highlight the necessity to identify factors that facilitate, or hinder, the program implementation in school-based prevention research (12, 13) . This information is of paramount importance to tailor an appropriate program to achieve its maximum impact in the community. For example, one might ask whether an effective program developed for Grade 7 American students would be equally effective for Grade 7 Chinese students.
To date, the majority of work focuses on factors associated with program effectiveness, very few studies have examined the relative infl uence of these factors on effectiveness, particularly with regard to individual and contextual characteristics. Previous research showed that the predictors ' effects on program implementation process and outcomes would vary across contexts (14, 15) . Underestimation of the multiple ecological factors might limit the generalization of positive intervention fi ndings in real world practice (16) . Durlak and DuPre (9) highlight the necessity " to relate implementation data to gains achieved by different subgroups of participants " (p. 343). This information would help us understand how programs can be conducted into multiple contexts. Essentially, the question of whether program effectiveness and implementation quality would vary across populations, time, and contexts should be addressed.
The Project " P.A.T.H.S. to Adulthood: A Jockey Club Youth Enhancement Scheme " is a large-scale positive youth development program designed for junior secondary school students (Secondary 1 -3, i.e., Grade 7 -9) in Hong Kong (17) . The word " P.A.T.H.S. " denotes P ositive A dolescent T raining through H olistic S ocial Programs. It consists of two tiers of programs. The Tier 1 Program targets all students joining the program in a particular form (i.e., universal prevention initiative). Through the use of structured curriculum, students learn competencies with reference to the 15 positive youth development constructs (17) . The Tier 2 Program is specially designed for students with greater psychosocial needs in different psychosocial domains (i.e., selective prevention). After completion of the Tier 1 Program, program implementers were required to complete the subjective outcome evaluation form (Form B). Based on the subjective outcome evaluation data collected from each school, the responsible implementer was required to complete an evaluation report (Form B).
Previous studies have documented the positive program effects of the Tier 1 Program of the Project P.A.T.H.S. (18 -23) . Generally, participants (students and program implementers) perceived the program positively. Furthermore, studies based on the conclusions drawn by the program implementers also showed that the program, instructors, and benefi ts were evaluated in a favorable light by various stakeholders. However, as previous studies (18 -23) examined the impact based on the participants from the same grade level, little is known whether the impact of the program will vary depending on the students ' grade level. In addition, we know little about how perceived quality, program implementers, and effectiveness of the program are related to each other.
Given the lack of subjective outcome evaluation data collected from program implementers, the present study examined subjective outcome evaluation among program implementers. The research goal of the present study is to examine factors associated with program effectiveness and how these relationship(s) would differ by the students ' characteristics (i.e., grade level). In view of the paucity of research fi ndings in this area, it is clear that the present study will generate data with both academic and practical signifi cance.
Methods

Participants and procedures
There were a total of 216 schools that joined the Project P.A.T.H.S. in the third year of the Full Implementation Phase in the school year 2008/2009 (197, 198 , and 167 schools in Secondary 1, Secondary 2, and Secondary 3 levels, respectively). In these three forms, the mean number of students per school was 165.52 (ranged from 5 to 263 students), with an average of 4.62 classes per school (ranged from 1 to 8 classes). Among them, 43.40 % of the respondent schools adopted the full program (i.e., 20-h program involving 40 units), whereas 56.60 % of the respondent schools adopted the core program (i.e., 10-h program involving 20 units). The mean number of sessions used to implement the program was 23.14 (ranged from 4 to 66 sessions). Whereas 52.70 % of the respondent schools incorporated the program into the formal curriculum (e.g., Liberal Studies, Life Education), 47.30 % used other modes (e.g., using form teacher ' s periods and other combinations) to implement the program. The mean numbers of social workers and teachers implementing the program per school per form were 1.73 (ranged from 0 to 10) and 5.56 (ranged from 0 to 28), respectively.
After the Tier 1 Program was completed, the implementers were invited to respond to a Subjective Outcome Evaluation Form (Form B) developed by the fi rst author (24) . In the school year 2008/2009, a total of 3264 questionnaires were completed. The data collection was conducted after the completion of the program. To facilitate the program evaluation, the Research Team developed an evaluation manual with standardized instructions for collecting the subjective outcome evaluation data (24) . In addition, adequate training was provided to the implementers during the 20-h training workshops on how to collect and analyze the data collected by Form B.
Instruments
The Subjective Outcome Evaluation Form (Form B) was used. Broadly speaking, there are several parts in this evaluation form as follows:
Program implementers ' perceptions of the program, such as pro-• gram objectives, design, classroom atmosphere, interaction among the students, and the respondents ' participation during class (10 items).
Program implementers ' perceptions of their own practice, • including their understanding of the course, teaching skills, professional attitude, involvement, and interaction with the students (10 items). Implementers ' perceptions of the effectiveness of the program on • students, such as promotion of different psychosocial competencies, resilience, and overall personal development (16 items). The extent to which the implementers would recommend the pro-• gram to other students with similar needs (1 item). The extent to which the implementers would teach similar pro-• grams in future (1 item). The extent to which the program implementation has helped the • implementers ' professional growth (1 item).
Things that the implementers obtained from the program (open-• ended question). Things that the implementers appreciated most (open-ended • question). Diffi culties encountered (open-ended question). • Areas that require improvement (open-ended question). •
For the quantitative data, the implementers collecting the data were requested to input the data in an EXCEL fi le developed by the Research Team which would automatically compute the frequencies and percentages associated with the different ratings for an item. When the schools submitted the reports, they were also requested to submit the soft copy of the consolidated data sheets. After receiving the consolidated data by the funding body, the data were aggregated to " re-construct " the overall profi le based on the subjective outcome evaluation data by the Research Team.
Data analysis
Percentage fi ndings were examined using descriptive statistics. A composite measure of each factor (i.e., perceived qualities of program content, perceived qualities of program implementers, and perceived program effectiveness) was created based on the total scores of each factor divided by the number of items. Pearson correlation analysis was used to examine if the program content and program implementers were related to the program effectiveness. A one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was used to assess the differences in the mean of each factor across grade levels. Hierarchical linear regression analysis was performed to compare which factor would predict the program effectiveness. All analyses were performed by using the Statistical Package for Social Sciences Version 17.0 (Chicago, IL, USA).
Results
The quantitative fi ndings based on the closed-ended questions are presented in this paper. Several observations can be highlighted from the fi ndings. First, the participants generally had positive perceptions of the program (Table 1 ) , including clear objectives of the curriculum (94.73 % ), well-planned teaching All items are on a 6-point Likert scale with 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = slightly disagree, 4 = slightly agree, 5 = agree, 6 = strongly agree. Only respondents with positive responses (options 4 -6) are shown in the table. S1, Secondary 1 level; S2, Secondary 2 level; S3, Secondary 3 level.
activities (89.65 % ), and a strong and sound theoretical support (86.59 % ). Second, a high proportion of the implementers had positive evaluation of their performance (Table 2 ) . For example, 98.62 % of the implementers perceived that they were ready to help their students; 98.43 % of the implementers expressed that they cared for the students; 96.17 % believed that they had good professional attitudes. Third, as shown in Table 3 , many implementers perceived that the program promoted the development of students, including their social competence (92.77 % ), self-understanding (92.40 % ), moral competence (91.23 % ), and overall development (93.16 % ). Fourth, 88.52 % of the implementers would recommend the program to students with similar needs. Fifth, 80.70 % of the implementers expressed that they would teach similar courses again in the future. Finally, 82.12 % respondents indicated that the program had helped their professional development (Table 4 ) . Reliability analysis with the schools as the unit of analyses showed that Form B was internally consistent (Table 5 ) : 10 items related to the program ( α = 0.95), 10 items related to the implementer ( α = 0.94), 16 items related to the benefi ts ( α = 0.97), and the overall 36 items measuring program effectiveness ( α = 0.98). Results of correlation analyses showed that both program content (r = 0.76, p < 0.01) and program implementers (r = 0.64, p < 0.01) were strongly associated with program effectiveness (Table 6 ) . To examine differences in the perceived variables (i.e., program content, program implementers, and program effectiveness) across grade levels, a one-way ANOVA was performed with the perceived variables as dependent variables and grade level (i.e., Secondary 1 -3) as independent variable. Signifi cant results were only found in program content, F (2, 559) = 3.76, p = 0.02 (Table 5 ) . Post-hoc analysis using Bonferroni adjustment revealed that a signifi cant difference was found between Secondary 1 (M = 4.48) and Secondary 3 (M = 4.35) classes (p = 0.03), with the Secondary 1 Program perceived to be relatively more favorable than the Secondary 3 Program. Table 7 presents multiple regression analysis results. Higher positive views towards the program and program implementers were associated with higher program effectiveness (p < 0.01). Further analyses showed that perceived program ( β = 0.61) was a signifi cantly stronger predictor than program implementers ( β = 0.21). This model explained 59 % of the variance towards the prediction of program effectiveness. Interestingly, the above relationships and the amount of variance were consistent across grade levels.
Discussion
The present study examined the perceptions of the Tier 1 Program among the program implementers in several grades of the junior secondary school years. In addition, the study examined two neglected issues in the literature. First, the study examined whether there were differences across grade levels as far as subjective outcome evaluation fi ndings were concerned. Second, the relationships among subjective evaluation of program, program implementers, and perceived effectiveness were examined.
Findings in the present study showed that program implementers generally perceived the program positively, in terms of the program design, their role during the implementation process and program effectiveness. The present fi ndings were consistent with the subjective outcome evaluation fi ndings based on Form A (i.e., evaluation based on the students) which also showed that a high proportion of the program participants had favorable perceptions of the program, the program implementers and helpfulness of the program (20, 25) . Furthermore, the fi ndings are also in line with those evaluation fi ndings based on objective outcome evaluation, process evaluation, and interim evaluation (19, 26 -30) . Taken as a whole, different stakeholders had positive perceptions of the program, program implementers, and perceived effectiveness of the program.
Consistent with previous research (31) , both program factors were signifi cantly related to the perceived program effectiveness. These fi ndings supported the notion that effective implementation is multidimensional (9) . Interestingly, compared with program implementers, program quality was Table 5 Mean, standard deviations, Cronbach ' s α values, and mean of inter-item correlations among the variables by grade.
Program content (10 items The item is on a 4-point Likert scale with 1 = defi nitely will not suggest, 2 = will not suggest, 3 = will suggest, 4 = defi nitely will suggest. Only respondents with positive responses (options 3 -4) are shown in the The item is on a 4-point Likert scale with 1 = defi nitely will not teach, 2 = will not teach, 3 = will teach, 4 = defi nitely will teach. a stronger predictor of perceived effectiveness. Furthermore, the fi ndings showed that the aforementioned relationships were not varied by the students ' grade level. In other words, program content and program implementers are two crucial factors in determining the program effectiveness on positive youth development outcomes, regardless of students ' grade level. Interestingly, compared with program content, the variance of program implementers in explaining the perceived program effectiveness was small. This tentatively suggests that program content appeared to be more infl uential in affecting program effectiveness compared with the perceived qualities of program implementers. Durlak and DuPre (9) argued that most of the intervention studies failed to examine the relative infl uence of different factors associated with program effectiveness. The results of the present study are a positive response and attempt to fi ll this research gap. As there are only few studies on the predictors of perceived effectiveness of positive youth development programs, the present study can be regarded as pioneer in nature.
Another interesting observation is that although there was not much difference among different grades on the subjective outcome evaluation measures, perceptions of the Secondary 1 and Secondary 3 curricula were different, with the perceptions of the Secondary 3 program to be relatively less favorable than the Secondary 1 program. There are two possible factors contributing to this difference. First, as Secondary 1 students were new to the project, they might have more interest and the classroom behavior might be more positive. For Secondary 3 students, there is a higher tendency that they acted in a rebellious manner. Second, as the Secondary 3 curriculum focuses more on exploration of the inner experiences among the students, program implementers might have greater diffi culty in implementing the program compared with the Secondary 1 curriculum. However, as the differences observed were not large, further studies to examine the related phenomena are needed.
Researchers (32 -35) advocated the examination of successful implementation by using a multilevel ecological approach to see how all levels of factors interact with each other and lead to effective implementation. For example, Payne and Eckert (36) examined the effects of program, school, and organization factors on program implementation quality. The strength of the relationship between the program provider characteristics and program implementation quality was weakened when other factors (i.e., program structure, school climate, and school structure) were included. Future research should examine the operation of different ecological factors in different populations at different times.
Obviously, one of the limitations of the present study is the use of only two predictors (i.e., program content and program implementers). Prior literature revealed that other factors, such as school and organization characteristics, would also affect program effectiveness and implementation quality (11, 37, 38) . Future research should explore other factors related to program effectiveness. Another potential limitation of the study is the self-report nature of the data. Future research should examine the inter-relationships among program, implementers, and perceived effectiveness using different approaches (e.g., focus group interviews, diaries, and process evaluation) and different sources of data (e.g., students, social workers, parents). Lastly, as the present fi ndings were " reconstructed " from the evaluation reports submitted by the agencies, the unit of analyses was schools instead of individuals. Therefore, the power of statistical analyses would become low and individual variations were lost in the process.
Despite the above limitations, this study extends the positive youth development literature. It reveals that the association of positive perception on the program and program effectiveness. To date, very few studies have examined what factors are attributed to the program effectiveness, especially in the Chinese context. Shek (39) argued that more research work is needed on subjective outcome evaluation, especially in social work education. The fi ndings of study can be viewed as a constructive response to the existing social work practice literature. The present fi ndings provide insights to practitioners when designing appropriate youth programs for Chinese adolescents.
